Sheep (Ovis aries) airway epithelial cells support ovine herpesvirus 2 lytic replication in vivo.
Ovine herpesvirus 2 (OvHV-2) is the causative agent of sheep-associated malignant catarrhal fever (SA-MCF), a frequently fatal disease of some members of the order Artiodactyla. OvHV-2 is carried as a lifelong subclinical infection in sheep (Ovis aries). To date OvHV-2 has not been propagated in vitro and this has hampered studies of viral pathogenesis and efforts to develop a vaccine to protect animals from SA-MCF. Lytic OvHV-2 replication occurs in the lungs of experimentally infected sheep at early times post-inoculation (PI) and in the nasal cavities of naturally infected sheep during virus shedding episodes. Identification of specific cell types supporting lytic virus replication in vivo provides information that can be used in the development of an in vitro propagation system for the virus. Using fluorescence immunohistochemical techniques, we identified lytically infected alveolar epithelial cells in the lungs of sheep early during infection. Lytically infected epithelial cells were also detected in samples of nasal secretions collected from naturally infected sheep during episodes of virus shedding. This is the first reported identification in the natural reservoir species of specific cell types that support OvHV-2 lytic replication in vivo.